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Abstract 
Introduction: Occupational Stress Index (OSI) analyses work demands and how it is controlled. Objective: This study 
was to evaluate the level of stress experienced by Government University staffs in Malaysia. Methodology: OSI 
questionnaires distributed to all staff. Data collected analyzed and presented in tables and graphs. Results: The 
majority of staff received low and simple heterogeneous tasks.  Communication skills were essential beside heavy 
demand on visual system. Certain tasks impacted others, rapid and simultaneous which required correct decision 
making to meet defined standards. Deadlines pressures experienced but minimally exposed to hazardous tasks.  
Conclusion: Malaysian university workplace is pleasant work environment. 
 
 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of  the Association 
of Malaysian Environment-Behaviour Researchers, AMER (ABRA Malaysia). 
Keywords: Occupational stress index; Malaysian University workplace; staff: stress level 
1. Introduction 
Working stress identified as the stress results from the perception that the demands exceed one's 
capacity to cope at work. Sources of working stress regularly identified since the 1970s. Factors affecting 
stress at work include physical environment, complexity of individual and group tasks (Ivancevich and 
Matteson 1980). Schuler 1982 described work stressors in organization as job qualities, staff 
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relationships, organizational structure, physical qalities, career development, and role changes in the 
organization.  On the other hand, Quick and Quick (1984) stated that, categories of stressors are task 
demands, physical demands and interpersonal demands. Work plays a powerful role in people's lives. It 
can either exert an important influence on their well-being which is an exciting experience for many 
individuals, and can also be a tremendous source of stress. Consequently, as work makes more and more 
demands on time and energy, individual increasingly exposed to both the positive and negative aspects of 
employment. The employee’s relationship between work and mental or physical health may also 
contribute to career adjustment as well as the productivity and economic viability of the employer. A 
study conducted by a group of researchers suggested that, conflicting environments are often normal 
incidence which exists in both social and professional circles and domains. As recognizing the conflict is 
inevitable, there is an urgent need to tackle this matter accordingly by recognizing and acknowledging the 
roots of the problem at the very early stage (AizaJoharet all 2013). The trigger of stress can be due to 
psychosocial or physical demands of the work environment. Some of the organizational factors that may 
contribute to an increased in stress level are job related either they feel unsecure with the position they are 
holding, tired of the long working hours or  stress of shift work. Some of them may have some 
interpersonal conflicts with coworkers or supervisors. Work place which is hazardous may cause stress to 
certain people also. The accumulated stress in an organization if not solved at the early stage may lead to 
low motivation, absenteeism and health problem which may lead to low productivity. Lack of control 
over work, workplace, and employment status identified as sources of stress and a critical health risk for 
some workers. Employees who are unable to exert control over their lives at work are more likely to 
experience work stress and therefore, more likely to have impaired health. Many studies found that heavy 
job demand and low control or decreased decision latitude lead to job dissatisfaction, mental strain, and 
cardiovascular disease. In general, job control is the ability to exert influence over one's environment so 
that the environment becomes more rewarding and less threatening. Individuals who have job control 
have the ability to influence the planning and execution of work tasks (Sutton & Kahn, 1984). Research 
found that it is the influence resulting from participation on certain compulsory activities which affects 
job stress and health (Israel, House, Schurman, Heaney, & Mero, 1989). For example, Jackson (1983) 
found that participation (attendance at staff meetings) had a negative effect on perceived job stress, and a 
positive effect on perceived influence. This, in turn, influenced emotional strain, job satisfaction, 
absenteeism, and turnover intention. Similarly, Israel et al., (1989) concluded that the ability to control or 
influence work factors (e.g., speed and pacing of production) linked to the incidence of cardiovascular 
disease as well as to psychosomatic disorders, job dissatisfaction, and depression. In regard to the 
University based work environment, research from across the globe reports an alarming increase in the 
occupational stress experienced by university staff. As a group, academic staff reported higher levels of 
stress than general staff. Five major sources of stress identified were insufficient funding resources, work 
overload, poor management practice, job insecurity and insufficient recognition or reward. The majority 
of groups reported that job-related stress has a deleterious impact on their professional work and personal 
welfare. The following list of influences on one’s work environment reported to have a significant impact 
on how effectively stress addressed: support from co-workers management, recognition achievement, 
high morale, flexible working conditions, and personal coping strategies.  These coping strategies 
include; stress management techniques, balancing professional and private expectations, clearly defined 
roles and establishing realistic standards and expectations. These findings provide a timely insight into the 
experience of stress within universities. Occupational Stress Index (OSI) is a practical diagnostic tool for 
assessment and subsequent modification of the work environment. The OSI is an additive burden model 
which reflects the perspective of cognitive ergonomics while incorporating key aspects of the leading 
sociological work stress models. Numerous researchers world-wide are currently using OSI, and a large 
number of studies are on-going in which the OSI applied among professional drivers, physicians, 
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teachers, and other occupational groups. The OSI included in the National Institute of Occupational 
Health and Safety (NIOSH) database of leading occupational psychosocial assessment tools (Kerin Belkic 
and Cedo Cevic 2008). This study conducted to evaluate varying stress levels experienced by staff 
working in government universities in Malaysia by using OSI as a measurement tool. The finding of the 
study will help the employers to redefine their process or assisting university staff to overcome or 
minimize their stress level. This study proposed an implementation process to address the current 
environment. 
1.1. Objective 
The objective of this study was to evaluate the stress level among various categories of staff working 
in a government university in Malaysia by using an Occupational Stress Index (OSI) Questionnaire. The 
finding will help researchers to suggest the mechanism of action to implement in their organization. 
2. Material and method 
We received the approval to conduct this study from the head of the institute of one of the government 
university in Penang Malaysia.  The sample for this study consists of 50 staff members who volunteered 
to participate in the study. Our research team distributed consent forms to all participants upon their 
agreement to engage in the study.  All data are strictly confidential and handled by the researchers only. 
We obtained the OSI questionnaires with permission through e-mail from Professor Karen Belkic of 
Health Promotion and Disease Prevention Institute California on Nov 5th 2008. We distributed and 
collected questionnaires from all participants. We analyzed the OSI questionnaires data. Within OSI, the 
work environment is viewed as a whole including task level issues, work schedule, physical and 
chemical, and other broader organizational factors that contribute to the total burden. OSI is arranged as a 
two-dimensional matrix, the vertical axis being composed of level of information transmission and the 
stressor aspects placed along the horizontal axis. We weighted the elements equally and summed them to 
yield aspects of either under load, high demand, strictness, external time pressure, aversive physical 
exposures, symbolic of aversive and conflict or uncertainty. (Table 1) 
 
OSI scoring 
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signal. 
. Works 
alone-
without 
need for 
communic
ation 
of incoming 
signal. 
. 3 sensory 
modalities. 
. Communication 
essential. 
disturbing 
scenes. 
Listens to 
emotionally-
disturbing 
occurrence. 
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. Work 
must meet a 
strictly 
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. No control 
over rate of 
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e. 
. 
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lifting. 
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problems. 
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breaks. 
. Night 
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. Fixed 
body 
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lacks 
coherence. 
 
The occupational Stress Index Version 2003. Reprinted with permission from The Occupational Stress Index: Approach Derived 
from Cognitive Ergonomic for Clinical Practice by Belkic (7, p 40). 
 
Result: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 1. Shows the number of respondents regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for under load input. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 2. Shows the number of respondents regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for high demand input. 
Label: 
IU1=Homogeneous information : 
IU2=Low Frequency of incoming signal.: 
IU3=No need communication : 
CU3=Automatic  Decision-making. 
OUI=Homogeneous Tasks 
OU2=Simple  Tasks 
OU3=Nothing to do. 
GUI=Fixed Pay  
Label: 
1H1=Three or more information sources 
simultaneously. 
IH2=Heterogeneous information. 
IH3=Visual Input Primary. 
IH4=More than five new signals per minute. 
IH5=Three sensory modalities. 
IH6=Communication necessary for work. 
CH1=Complex Decisions/interrelated. 
CH2=Complicated Decisions/many Elements. 
CH3=Decision affects the work of others. 
CH4=Rapid Decisions 
OH1=Heterogeneous tasks 
OH2=Simultaneous Task Performance 
OH3=Complex  tasks 
OH4=Rapid Task Execution 
GH1= Piece rate. 
GH2= Long Work hours. 
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Fig. 3.  Shows the number of respondents regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for strictness input. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4. Shows the number of respondents regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for extrinsic time pressure 
input. 
Label: 
IST= Strict requirements for signal detection 
CS1=Strict problem solving strategy 
CS2= Strictly  defined correct decision 
OST=Strict evaluation of performance 
GSI 1=Fixed posture 
GSI 2= Limited workspace 
Label: 
IEPT =Control of incoming signal. 
CEPT= Decisions cannot be postponed 
OEPT=Control of task performance rate. 
GEP 1=Deadline pressure. 
GEP 2=Speed up. 
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Fig. 5. Shows the number of respondents  regardingthe aspect of information and transmission level for Aversive/Noxious exposure 
input. 
 
 
Fig.  6. Shows the number of respondents  regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for conflict/uncertainty input. 
Label: 
ICNFL2= Signal/signal conflict 
CCNFL1=Missing information needed for 
decision making. 
CCNFL2=Contradictory information. 
CCNFL3=Unforeseeable events require new 
plan. 
OCNFL1=Conflicting demands in time and 
space. 
OCNFL2=External conditions hamper task 
performance. 
Label: 
INOX 1=Glare 
INOX 2=Noise 
ONOX 1= Isometric Lifting 
ONOX 2= Vibration Exposure 
GNOX 1= Heat Exposure 
GNOX 2=Cold Exposure 
GNOX 3=Exposure to fumes, gases &/or dusts. 
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Fig. 7. Shows the number of respondents regarding the aspect of information and transmission level for Avoidance input. 
Table 2. Table 2 shows the overall Occupational Stress Index respondents for total volunteers 
ASPECT 
INFORMA
TION 
TRANSMI
SSION 
LEVEL 
UNDER 
LOAD 
HIGH DEMAND STRICTNE
SS 
EXTRINSI
C TIME 
FCATOR 
AVERSIVENES
S/NOXIOUS 
EXPOSURE 
CONFLIC
T/UNCER
TAINTY 
AVOI
DANC
E 
/SYMB
OLIC  
AVER
SIVEN
ESS 
INPUT 
IU1      = 7  
IU2      = 12 
IU3       =6  
Low 
frequency of 
incoming 
signal 
IH1  =8  
IH2  =5  
IH3  =17  
IH4  = 7  
IH5= 2 
IH6 =30 
Communication is 
essential plus 
heavy burden on 
visual system 
IST 1=1  
There is no 
strict 
requirement 
for signal 
detection. 
 
IEPT= 9  
 There is no 
control 
over speed 
of 
incoming 
signal 
INOX1 =8 
INOX2 =11 
Sometime there 
is noise but glare 
ICNFL2 =3 
There is no 
signal or 
noise 
conflict 
IAVOI
I =8 
There 
is fair 
level of 
attentio
n 
needed. 
There 
are no 
serious 
visuall
y 
disturbi
ng 
scenes 
or 
listen 
Label: 
IAVOI1 = Needed for sustained alertness to 
avoid serious consequences. 
CAVOIT=Serious consequences of wrong 
decisions 
OAVOIT= Hazardous task performance 
GAVOI 1=Experienced Accident or Injury at 
work. 
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to an 
emotio
nally 
disturbi
ng 
occurre
nce.  
CONTROL
LED 
DECISSIO
N 
MAKING 
CU3    =19  
Decision 
automatic 
from input 
CH1 = 7 
CH2  =7 
CH3  =5 
CH4  =2 
Complex, 
complicated 
decision and 
slightly effect 
work of others 
CS1 =8 
CS2  =11 
There is a 
strict 
requirement 
to define a 
correct 
decision 
plus a little 
help on 
strict 
problem-
solving 
strategy. 
CEPT  =11 
Decision 
cannot be 
postponed 
- CCNFL1   
=5 
CCNFL2  = 
4 
CCNFL3  = 
6 
Very little 
information 
needed for 
communica
tion. Very 
few 
contradictor
y 
information 
and 
Unexpected 
events 
change at 
work place. 
CAVO
IT  =2 
Very 
few 
serious 
conseq
uences 
of a 
wrong 
decisio
n. 
Correct
ion can 
always 
be 
made. 
OUTPUT/T
ASK 
PERFORM
ANCE 
OU1   =6  
OU2  = 30 
OU3    = 4  
Task is simple 
OH1 =39 
OH2 = 9 
OH3  =23 
OH4  =9 
Tasks are 
heterogeneous and 
complex only a 
few perform rapid 
and simultaneous 
task. 
OST =24 
Work must 
meet a 
strictly 
defined 
standard 
but not 
necessary 
be fined for 
incorrect 
work. 
OEPT = 12 
No control  
over the 
rate of task 
performanc
e 
ONOX 1 = 4  
ONOX 2  =4 
No heavy 
isometric lifting 
noted. 
 
OCNFL1  
=6 
Very little 
hazardous 
task 
performanc
e 
 
AVOIT  
=8 
Hazard
ous 
task 
perfor
mance 
is very 
limited. 
GENERAL GU1 =  38 
Generally fix 
pay. 
GH1  =5 
GH2  =23 
GH3   =0 
GH4 =14 
GH5  = 6There is 
nobody hold more 
than 2 job outside 
working hours. 
GSI1 =8 
GSI2  =13 
There is a 
confined 
windowless 
work space. 
GEP1  =20  
GEP2  =19  
Dead line 
pressure 
and speed 
up. 
GNOX 1 =2  
GNOX 2  =1 
GNOX 3  =4  
There is a very 
little exposure 
over heat, cold, 
noxious gases, 
fumes and dusts. 
OCNFL2  =8 
Very little  
Emotionally 
Charged work 
Accident. 
 
 
GAVO
II  = 0 
GAVOI
Never w
Any seri
work 
 Acciden
witnesse
 
 
 
From the results obtained we found out that level of input is considered as under load. Refers to the 
respondents answer on the questionnaires on measuring the load of work, the highest score is on the 
“simple task” and “automatic decision making”. We can conclude that there is a low frequency of the 
incoming signal and the decision is automatically derived from input. Tasks assigned are mostly simple 
and generally compensated on a fixed scale. (Figure 1, 2 and 3) and (Table2) On the high demand input 
most of the respondents stated that they received “heterogeneous tasks” and “communication is 
necessary” as part of their work. A majority reported the need to work long hours on a complex tasks 
utilizing primary visual aids. However, only a few staff reported that they required to multi-task 
performing rapid decision making tasks which affect other employees. So for high demand input we can 
conclude that strong communication skills are essential and place a heavy burden on the visual system. 
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The requirement to make complex and variable decision amplify by the affect on other employees/peers. 
Tasks are heterogeneous and complex however only a few staff performs   rapid and simultaneous tasks. 
There is no strict requirement for work performance but decision making must be correct and staff may 
seek problem solving assistance to address complex issues. (Figure 2, 3, and 4) and (Table 2) Works must 
meet a strictly defined standard but not necessarily fined for incorrect work. There is a confined 
windowless work space and no control over the rate of task performance. Deadline pressures and 
increased volume demands experienced by most of the staff. Staffs have minimal exposure to auditory 
disturbances, heavy isometric lifting, extreme temperatures, noxious sec gases, fumes and dust. A fair 
level of attention required to perform their job or duties. Work environments were generally free of 
personal and professional conflicts. High risk or hazardous tasks are uncommon leading to a relatively 
safe and accident free environment (Figure 5, 6 and 7) and (Table 2) 
3. Discussion 
Malaysian government Universities are not income base institution. Work demands are not as high as 
the private sectors. Normally sufficient number of staffs hired permanently. Most staffs work for a long 
period of time because pension scheme are quiet rewarding. Since the same staffs are performing the 
same tasks for a long period, the high experience gained will make the staff work with lesser stress. 
University is a learning institution where involving various level of students and category. In regard to 
their safety, most universities set up are equipped with the necessary item for students learning purpose 
with minimum hazardous material and substance. Therefore the finding of this study favors the 
university. 
4. Limitation 
However this study has its own limitation. We can use OSI Questionnaire for between-occupation 
comparisons, especially when evaluating a heterogeneous working population with a wide range of 
profiles. However, as mentioned above, general questionnaires have a common weakness in their 
remoteness from actual work experiences. The General OSI is no exception. On the other hand, the 
researcher designed General OSI to focus upon objective features of work. This method can serve as a 
bridge to the next step in the application of the OSI. Namely, we can use General OSI data from several 
workers in a single occupation as the first phase in the development of an occupation-specific 
questionnaire, as a pilot test.  To strengthen our finding we can use the information on qualitative data of 
the workers to comment and explain their answers to the General OSI in relation to their actual work 
environment. These open ended questionnaires included at the end of the sheet can facilitated the finding 
if the data compiled and analyzed briefly. Expert observers can also provide valuable support 
5. Conclusion 
Individuals vary greatly in their capacity to endure stressful situations. There is, undoubtedly, self-
selection in the kinds of jobs and stressors that individuals choose. Because sources of stress may vary 
from worker to worker, providing a solution for one worker may create stress for another worker. For 
example, if the organization provides more opportunity for influence over the work process, the change in 
control may produce a positive experience to some employees and a negative experience for others. A 
partial solution to this problem (Lazarus, 1991) may involve intervening with groups of workers that 
formed based on person-environment relationships, and which contribute to the generation or reduction of 
stress. In this case study, we found that the general university based work environment set up in Malaysia 
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is a pleasant, welcoming and safe place to work. However a larger sample size is required to draw a better 
representative conclusion. Our research team would like to provide a few suggestions to conclude this 
study in order to enhance the institution’s future plans to address these issues. Recommended 
improvements which would lead to increased effectiveness and efficiency in the work place include the 
following examples; altering physical annoyances such as noise levels, changing organizational decision-
making processes to include employees assisting individual employees to adapt better coping strategies.  
The research team also recognizes the financial burden on the university as a significant limitation to 
implementing these suggestions 
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